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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR INFLUENCING CUSTOMER BUYING 

PATTERNS 

The present invention relates to a computer based method and apparatus for supplying 
products to customers. The method and apparatus provides the customer with an easily 
accessible online advertising catalogue comprising a variety of products offered for sale and 
allows the customer to make a selection of products from the catalogue. The method and 
5 apparatus then influences the customer's subsequent buying pattern by providing incentives to 
promote the reordering of the initial order or the ordering of a selection that is substantially 
similar. 

Contemporary methods for supplying customers with products primarily involve an 
offer to sell a particular product to a customer at a price determined by the seller. The customer 
10 then chooses whether or not to accept the offer. This method suffers from the problem that the 
seller cannot accurately forecast the type and amount of products required by a particular 
customer because the customer will usually purchase items as and when required from a 
number of various sellers on the basis of price comparison and accessibility. 

In an attempt to overcome the problem methods that attempt to forecast the buying 
1 5 behaviour of customers using demographic information have been used. Alternatively 
suppliers/sellers have attempted to modify the buying behaviour of customers so that the 
buying behaviour of customers may be predicted. Such attempts at modification of the buying 
behaviour include special promotions upon the sale of particular products and providing 
loyalty cards wherein points are accrued when particular products are purchased wherein the 
20 points can then be subsequently exchanged for discounts or other benefits. 

However there is a continuing need to further modify the buying behaviour of the 
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customer and the present invention provides a method that can enable an increase in the 
amounts of steady frequent volumes purchased by the customer and allows predicable and 
accurate forecasting of a range of products and the volume required by a particular customer 
over a given period of time. Furthermore the method and apparatus also provide increased long 

5 term loyalty and commitment to a single point of sale. 

Accordingly the present invention provides a method for supplying products to 
customers which utilises a computer system wherein said computer system comprises a central 
controller which is accessible for interactive communication with users via a plurality of 
customer interfaces, said method comprising: 

10 a) displaying from the central controller an advertising catalogue wherein said advertising 
catalogue comprises a list of different products 

b) inputting into the central controller via a customer interface a customer identifier and a first 
request to purchase a first selection of at least 2 products 

c) outputting from the central controller to the customer interface a consideration for the 
15 purchase of said first selection of products and storing the details of said first selection 

corresponding to respective customer identifier 

d) inputting into the central controller via a customer interface said customer identifier and a 
second request to purchase a second selection of products wherein the second selection 
comprises at least 2 products identical to those in the first selection and 

20 e) outputting from the central controller to the customer interface a consideration more 
attractive to the customer for the purchase of said second selection of products. 

Preferably the method comprises inputting into the central controller a plurality of 
subsequent requests e.g. a third, fourth or fifth request to purchase a selection of products 
wherein the selection comprises at least 2 products common to at least one of the previous 
25 selections and wherein the central controller outputs a consideration more attractive to the 
customer for the purchase of the present selection when compared to the consideration for the 
purchase of the previous selection comprising the common products. 

The selection of products comprises at least 2 products but usually comprises at least 3- 
10 products e.g. 4-8. The selection will also comprise a request for a specific quantity of each 
30 product in terms of number, weight or volume and usually a delivery/logistics option for each 
of the products or for the total selection. Advantageously the selection may have a time limit 
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request for the delivery for each or all of the products within the selection. 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention the consideration offered to the customer 
becomes increasingly attractive when the subsequent selection includes all of the products 
present in a previous selection. The similarity of the selection may be identified in terms of 
5 product type but may be further specified by number, volume or weight of product, delivery 
location(s) and/or time limits requested for those deliveries. Furthermore the consideration 
offered to the customer may become increasingly attractive as the number of similar selections 
are repeated and the consideration offered to the customer may further increase if the 
selections are made within a specific time period. Thus the consideration offered to the 

10 customer becomes most attractive when identical selections are made a number of times 
within a specific time period e.g. monthly, quarterly or annually. 

Usually when the consideration for the purchase of a selection is outputted to the 
customer interface via the central controller details of delivery are also provided. The central 
controller usually generates an order and arranges the delivery of the products to the customer 

1 5 preferably by connection to a supplier interface. 

The consideration for the purchase of the products may be a financial sum but may be 
the supply of goods or services. The consideration maybe made more attractive to the 
customer by way of a financial discount such that the customer pays less for the same products 
upon a repeated selection that is substantially similar to a previous selection. Alternatively 

20 additional products or increased volumes may be supplied for the original consideration or the 
products may be supplied within a reduced time limit or points may be awarded wherein the 
points can then be subsequently exchanged for discounts, products or other benefits. 

The consideration is usually a financial sum and this is usually supplied to the central 
controller via the customer interface by inputting a payment identifier e.g. details of a financial 

25 account or credit card details. These details are checked prior to the completion of the purchase 
by the central controller. 

The products may be retail goods such as electrical goods e.g. household appliances, 
computers and software, home entertainment products and office equipment or may be retail 
goods such as clothing, books and magazines, CD and videos, toys and games, home 

30 furnishings or food and drink. The products may also be any other consumer items e.g. 
commercial vehicles such as vans, tractors, and lorries etc. 
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Preferably the products are industrial products such building materials e.g. timber, 
bricks and mortar, steel or scaffold, or machinery components or chemical products. Preferably 
the advertising catalogue comprises a list of different products obtainable from at least 2 
different suppliers. The suppliers typically provide a range of products to the advertising 

5 catalogue that differ from those products in the advertising catalogue supplied by other 
suppliers but are preferably complementary. 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention the products are chemical products and the 
advertising catalogue usually comprises the products from at least 2 chemical suppliers. The 
number of suppliers is most preferably at least 3-20 e.g. 5-10 and the suppliers usually provide 

10 the advertising catalogue with products of differing, preferably complementary, types. 

Typically a solvent manufacturer may supply solvents such as ethyl acetate, ethanol, 
ethoxypropanol, butyl glycol ether, isopropanol, methoxypropanol, acetone, methyl ethyl 
ketone, butyl glycol acetate, isobutyl acetate, isopropyl acetate, toluene and n-butyl acetate and 
a resin manufacturer may typically supply products such as alkyd resins, coumarone resins, 

15 phenolic modified resin, polyamide resins, rosins and varnish. 

Further examples of suppliers may be those in the additives business supplying 
products such as polyethylene wax, surfactants, plasticisers, driers and tannic acid or those in 
the pigment business supplying carbon black, iron blue pigments, organic pigment, synthetic 
dyes, titanium dioxide, ultramarine blue pigment and yellow basic dye. 

20 The chemical products are usually supplied with an MSDS data sheet as required in the 

various jurisdictions of manufacture and/or supply and the central controller may also display 
technical information and health and safety information for each product 

The customers can order relatively small amounts of products or bulk quantities. The 
customer's selection is usually necessary to cater for a particular industry such as coatings, 

25 inks, adhesives, packaging and textiles. A typical selection may be blue pigment, ethyl acetate, 
phenolic modified resin, plasticiser, polyethylene wax and toluene or could include basic 
yellow dye, varnish, blue pigment, glycol ether, tannic acid and ethanol and is subsequently 
termed a 'bundle' which is unique to that particular customer and relates to his particular 
business requirements. 

30 A customer may register with the central controller by providing credit details or 

details via which payment can be afforded. In addition information such HSE (health, safety 



4 



WO 01/75698 



PCT/GB01/01349 



and environment) requirements may also be required for registration. The customer may also 
register various delivery locations. The customer is then provided with a customer identifier 
and preferably a payment identifier. 

In an embodiment of the invention the central controller displays an advertising 

5 catalogue with a price list and preferably delivery/logistics options. The customer may then 
interact with the central controller via the customer interface by entering a customer identifier 
and preferably a payment identifier. The central controller recognises the customer identifier 
and consults the database wherein the customer profiles are stored. The central controller can 
then display the advertising catalogue and various selections that are similar to, preferably 

10 identical to those previous selections made by the same customer. The customer may also 
browse the details of his previous selections. 

If this is not the customers initial interaction with the central controller then the prices 
displayed in the advertising catalogue or the prices for various products if purchased as a 
package or 'bundle' become unique to that customer because they are calculated with regard to 

15 the customers previous buying history. The customer can then select a list of products or 
reorder his previous selection. The customer can then confirm the selection and the central 
controller identifies the product availability and provides the customer with a quotation on 
price, availability, lead time and the delivery/logistics options. 

The order for the selection is placed when the customer accepts a quotation and selects 

20 a delivery/logistics option. The acceptance is inputted into the central controller via the 
customer interface and the central controller checks the status of the customer's account or 
performs a credit check. The payment for the selection may be arranged either on acceptance or 
on delivery and may be made by debiting the customers account or accepting payment via a 
credit card account or generating an invoice. The selection is then stored in the customer profile 

25 database of the central controller along with the respective customer identifier. Preferably the 
central controller interacts with supplier interfaces by outputting instructions regarding the 
delivery/logistics requirements of the customer. 

Preferably the method is conducted over the Internet and the World Wide Web. The 
WWW allows a server computer system to act as the central controller which can send 

30 Web pages of information carrying the advertising catalogue to the customer interfaces. Each 
customer interface can then display the Web pages and the Web pages are uniquely identifiable 
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by a Uniform Resource Leader (URL). To view the Web page the customer interface specifies 
the URL for that Web page in a request e.g. a Hyper Text Transfer Protocol (HTTP) request. 

The present invention also provides apparatus comprising a central controller 
connected to a customer interface and wherein said central controller comprises 
5 a) a first memory area for storing and displaying an advertising catalogue 

b) an input device for inputting a customer identifier 

c) a second memory area for storing customer identifiers and the respective customer 
selections 

d) software capable of calculating and displaying a consideration for the purchase of a 

10 selection of goods based on the number of products, the weight or volume of product and 
the similarity of previous selections made by the customer 

e) a customer interface comprising a device for inputting the customer identifier into the 
central controller and selecting products from the advertising catalogue. 

The customer interface usually comprises a digital computer having memory, such as a 
15 hard disk, a display, such as a monitor, and an input device such as a keyboard, and a means 
for selecting products from the advertising catalogue. 

The central controller is usually a computer system that stores information e.g. a server 
comprising a server engine and the central controller is usually accessible for interactive 
communication by the customer interface by on-line interactive communcation via dedicated 
20 data networks such as those provided by a telephone company or satellite networks. Preferably 
the on line interactive communication occurs via an intranet or most preferably via the Internet 
and the World Wide Web (WWW). 

The invention will now be described with reference to the accompanying drawing. 
FIG 1 is a block diagram illustrating an embodiment of the present invention. This 
25 embodiment allows the selection of products over the Internet using the World Wide Web. 
The central controller is a server system (1) which includes a server engine (2), a customer 
identifier (3), various Web pages (4) and (12), a customer profile database (5), an advertising 
catalogue database (6) and a memory area (7) for the discount calculation software. The 
customer interface (8) comprises a digital computer having memory (9) a monitor (10), and a 
30 keyboard (11). The server system (1) and the customer interface (8) are in online interactive 
communication via the Internet. 
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The server engine (2) receives HTTP requests to access Web pages identified by URLs 
and provides Web pages (4) to the customer interface (8). The Web pages displayed can be 
accessed by the computer (9) and display on monitor (10) information from the advertising 
catalogue database (6). The Web pages (4) provide information such as a list of products that 

5 can be purchased, their respective prices, availability and delivery time. 

The customer interface (8) can then input into the server System (1) a code which is 
recognised by the customer identifier (3). This customer identifier may include a payment 
identifier (not shown) that allows the server system (1) to charge the customer for any 
purchases. Upon receiving the customer identifier the server system (1) can then access the 

10 customer database (5), the advertising catalogue database (6) and the discount calculation 
software. The server system (1) can then calculate discounts for the purchase of a selection of 
goods from the advertising catalogue based on the number of products, the weight or volume 
of product and the similarity of previous selections made by the customer. The Web pages (4) 
are then replaced by Web pages (12) displaying the revised offers. The customer may then 

15 make a selection of products from the Web pages (12) and information regarding the selection 
is placed in the customer profile database (5). The server engine can then charge the customer 
by generating an invoice or debiting an account either upon acceptance by the customer or 
upon delivery of the selection. 
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Claims 

1 . A method for supplying products to customers which utilises a computer system 
wherein said computer system comprises a central controller which is accessible for interactive 
communication with users via a plurality of customer interfaces, said method comprising: 

a) displaying from the central controller an advertising catalogue wherein said advertising 
catalogue comprises a list of different products 

b) inputting into the central controller via a customer interface a customer identifier and a first 
request to purchase a first selection of at least 2 products 

c) outputting from the central controller to the customer interface a consideration for the 
purchase of said first selection of products and storing the details of said first selection 
corresponding to respective customer identifier 

d) inputting into the central controller via a customer interface said customer identifier and a 
second request to purchase a second selection of products wherein the second selection 
comprises at least 2 products identical to those in the first selection and 

e) outputting from the central controller to the customer interface a consideration more 
attractive to the customer for the purchase of said second selection of products. 

2. A method according to claim 1 comprising (f) inputting into the central controller a 
third request to purchase a selection of products wherein the selection comprises at least 2 
products common to at least one of the previous selections and (g) outputting from the central 
controller a consideration more attractive to the customer for the purchase of the present 
selection when compared to the consideration for the purchase of the previous selection 
comprising the common products. 

8 
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3. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the selection of 
products comprises at least 3 products identical to those in a previous selection. 

4. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the consideration 
offered to the customer becomes increasingly attractive as the subsequent selection approaches 

5 the exact selection of that made previously. 

5. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the customer makes 
numerous requests and the consideration offered to the customer becomes increasingly 
attractive as the number of similar selections are repeated. 

6. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the subsequent 
10 selection includes all of the products present in a previous selection. 

7. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein all the selections are 
identical. 

8. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the central controller 
generates an order and arranges the delivery of the products to the customer. 

15 9. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the consideration for 
the purchase of the products is financial sum and is made more attractive to the customer by 
way of a financial discount. 

10. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the advertising 
catalogue comprises a list of different products obtainable from at least 2 different suppliers. 
20 11. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein the products are 
chemical products. 

12. A method according to claim 10 wherein the advertising catalogue comprises a list of 
different chemical products obtainable from at least 2 different chemical suppliers. 

13. A method according to anyone of the preceding claims wherein a payment identifier 
25 is inputted into the controller system via the customer interface. 

14. A method according to anyone of the previous claims wherein the central controller is a 
server and the customer interface is a computer and the interactive communication is 
conducted over the Internet via the World Wide Web. 

15. Apparatus comprising a central controller connected to a customer interface wherein 
30 said central controller comprises 

a) a first memory area for storing and displaying an advertising catalogue 

9 
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b) an input device for inputting a customer identifier 

c) a second memory area for storing customer identifiers and the respective customer 
selections 

d) software capable of calculating and displaying a consideration for the purchase of a 
selection of goods based on the number of products, the weight or volume of product and 
the similarity of previous selections made by the customer 

e) a customer interface comprising a device for inputting the customer identifier into the 
central controller and selecting products from the advertising catalogue. 

16. Apparatus according to claim 14 wherein the customer interface is digital computer a 
hard disk, a monitor, and a keyboard. 

17. Apparatus according to claim 14 and claim 15 wherein the central controller is a server 
comprising a server engine. 

18. Apparatus according to anyone of the preceding claims 14-16 wherein the central 
controller is accessible for interactive communication by the customer interface by on-line 
interactive communcation via the Internet and the World Wide Web (WWW). 
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